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Culture

Baghdad

T 

hough it is described as 
the Iraqi “Madame Tus-
saud’s,” the Baghdadi 
Museum of Folklore is 
not meant to celebrate 

famous people but to commemo-
rate bygone customs and the old 
lifestyle of Baghdad’s residents.

Located in an old, traditional 
building near the Tigris River, the 
museum, unlike London’s famous 
wax gallery, offers a nostalgic jour-
ney into the past daily life of Bagh-
dadis through scenes featuring 
life-size wax models.

The museum building erected 
under the Ottoman rule in 1869 
was initially used as the publishing 
house of the province of Baghdad. 
It was converted into a museum 
in 1970 at the behest of Baghdad’s 
mayor, who saw it as the best way 
to document the city’s past.

More than 80 scenes featuring 
450 wax statues represent differ-
ent rituals, folk crafts, trades, pro-
fessions, local customs and street 
life. One scene illustrates matriar-
chy in Iraqi society through moth-
ers’ attachment to their sons. The 
character “Oum Ibrahim” admon-
ishes her son “Ibrahim” for leav-
ing the family home immediately 
after his wedding, forgetting about 
his mother while in the arms of his 
beautiful bride.

The scene is a reproduction of 
a traditional Baghdadi home. The 
decor is simple with old paintings 
and wall mattresses adorning the 
walls and statues of women clad 
in colourful traditional dishdashas 
sitting around.

“The scene reflects the kind of 
relationship that existed in the 
past between mothers and daugh-
ters-in-law. Some of the characters 
depicted in the museum, includ-
ing ‘Oum Ibrahim’ are common in 
oriental societies. Many oriental 
mothers carry the same feelings 
towards their male offspring… 
They don’t like to share them,” 
said Balkis Kazem with a laugh.

“I am keen on visiting the muse-
um every now and then as it com-
memorates our popular and social 
heritage, which is withering away. 
The children also enjoy watching 
the statues and the scenes that 
mirror a world that is strange to 
them,” said Kazem, who was tour-
ing the museum with her three 
young children.

Another scene reproduced a tra-
ditional wedding procession, or 
“zaffa,” in which the groom, ac-
companied by family and friends, 
proceeds to the bride’s home amid 
applause, music and dances.

“The scenes replicate with lots 
of details a time frame and a way 
of life that was much healthier and 
more beautiful than the present,” 
Kazem said. “Everything was 
simpler; relationships were more 
transparent and genuine. Develop-
ment and modernism made us lose 

our social heritage and traditions.”
There are scenes of circumcision 

rituals, afternoon tea gatherings, 
women baking bread and grilling 
fish and of a traditional basement, 
where people sleep in hot summer 
days.

The Baghdadi museum was 
damaged during the US-led inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003, causing it to 
suspend its operations. Explosions 
led to the collapse of ceilings, the 
shattering of windows and ruined 
some scenes. The museum was 
restored and reopened in August 
2008.

Museum Director Jassem al-Bay-
dani admitted that much restora-
tion work needs to be done on the 
scenes and the wax models. “We 
have devised annual plans to mod-
ernise the premises, renew the 
scenes and replace the 430 statues 
despite funding limitations and 
the difficult security and economic 
conditions,” Baydani said.

Among the renovated scenes 
is a great depiction of traditional 
Maqam singers and Iraqi musi-
cians, Baydani said, adding “spe-
cialised teams of artists and sculp-
tors are working on replacing the 
old statues and restoring the fa-
cilities in the building, which goes 
back to 150 years.”

“The museum is a very popular 
and family-friendly place to learn 
about local folklore and past life-
styles,” Baydani said. “Our rev-
enues have been increasing con-
stantly although the entry fee is 
equivalent to less than $1. Regular 
visits by students are organised by 
the Ministry of Education to keep 
children aware of Baghdad’s his-
tory and heritage.”

Art student Walid Saleh de-
scribed the museum as a symbol of 
Iraqis’ resilience and attachment 
to their social heritage that they 
try to transmit from one genera-
tion to another.

“It is wonderful to see that both 
children and adults are aware of 
Baghdad’s history. The city carries 
a lot of past magic and the mu-
seum depicts scenes reminiscent 
of the ‘Thousand and One Nights’ 
tale,” Saleh said as he took photos 
of the settings.

He noted, however, that the 
place needs to be upgraded.

“Many scenes and models have 
to be redone; besides, signs and 
information explaining the scenes 
are lacking,” he said. “Nonethe-
less, the museum remains a place 
close to the heart of Iraqis and a re-
minder of good old days.”

Oumayma Omar

Past magic. Life-size wax models on display at the Baghdadi 
Museum of Folklore.                                                                                        (Oumayma Omar)

Baghdadi Museum 
of Folklore celebrates 
the old ways of Iraq

More than 80 scenes 
featuring 450 wax 
statues represent 
different rituals, folk 
crafts, trades, 
professions, local 
customs and street life.
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Popular touch. Members of Britain’s vocal group Swingle Singers perform at the 25th Al Bustan 
Festival, on February 13.                       (Carl Halal)

Lebanon’s Al Bustan festival 
launches 25th edition with 
sense of ‘mission accomplished’

Beyt Mery

T 

he 25th Al Bustan Fes-
tival has opened in Beit 
Mery, Lebanon, its lon-
gevity a tribute to the 
energy of its originator 

and president, Myrna Bustani, and 
its emphasis on Johann Sebastian 
Bach, a tribute to one of the pio-
neers of European classical music.

“The festival has achieved its 
mission, that classical music has 
become widely spread [in Leba-
non],” Bustani said. “When I go 
back and think about the achieve-
ments of the festival, I realise we 
have invited 155 pianists, 61 violin-
ists, 59 conductors, 57 choirs, 38 
sopranos, 34 symphony orches-
tras, 34 choirmasters, 32 cellists, 
29 tenors, 23 opera companies and 
more.”

Bustani became the first woman 
to enter the Lebanese parliament 
in 1963. She won the seat previ-
ously held by her father, who died 
in a plane crash in the Mediterra-
nean off Beirut in a heavy storm. 
Bustani, who had two small chil-
dren, quickly determined she had 
no desire for a political life and 
stepped down after a year.

With the outbreak of war in 1975, 
Bustani looked to the arts to over-
come divisions and heal wounds. 
She organised exhibitions of Leba-
nese art in London.

“We were thinking of the Leba-
nese community in London and 
were ashamed of everything that 
was happening at home,” she told 
me in an interview in 1997. “The 
artists were the ones who kept the 
country going. The art spoke for 
itself, without words. We were fed 
up with words. We were proud of 
our painters, of our musicians, of 
our singers.”

Bustani began Al Bustan Festival 
in 1994. She was able to use the 
family hotel for which her mother 
had assigned her responsibility 
in 1970 “for three months” until 
a manager could be found. With 
the warm acoustics of the 450-
seat Emile Bustani Auditorium at 
the festival’s core, the hotel offers 
views of Lebanon’s coastline as 
well as ample spaces for artists and 
guests to relax and mix. Beirut is a 
45-minute car journey.

Over the years, the festival in-

troduced aspiring musicians to 
Lebanese audiences. Some have 
become regulars. Pianist Boris Be-
rezovsky made his Bustan debut 
in 1996 at age 27. He returned for 
seven further recitals in a dazzling 
career, including recordings with 
some of the world’s leading or-
chestras. Gramophone magazine 
has called Berezovsky “the truest 
successor to the great Russian pia-
nists.”

Bustan has not been just about 
showcasing international talent. 
Visiting musicians have been en-
couraged to give master classes 
and the festival has valued its links 
with Lebanese musicians and mu-
sical institutions. In 2000, Bustan 
hosted an early concert of the 
Lebanese National Symphony Or-
chestra, then an enhanced string 
ensemble but on the verge of be-
coming the country’s first sym-
phony orchestra.

The orchestra’s founder and 
musical director, the late Walid 
Gholmieh, was Al Bustan Festival’s 
vice-president. He took the Leba-
nese National Symphony Orches-

tra and the Lebanese National Ara-
bic Oriental Orchestra, which he 
also founded, to Bustan on several 
occasions.

Since 1994, Bustan has cancelled 
a concert only once, on Febru-
ary 14, 2005, when former Prime 
Minister Rafik Hariri and 21 oth-
ers were killed by a massive bomb 
near the Beirut seafront. Yet the 
next day, an Estonian choir per-
formed in a tribute to the victims.

For this year’s 25th anniversary 
festival, Bustani and musical di-
rector Gianluca Marciano have 
scheduled 25 live performances 
either entirely or largely of Bach. 
Proceedings began February 13 
with the popular touch of Britain’s 
Swingle Singers. The a cappella 
group’s origins under Ward Swing-
le go back to storming the 1960s 
pop charts with the record “Jazz 
Sebastian Bach.”

The Swingle Singers’ Bustan con-
cert featured not just a vocal ver-
sion of “Air on the G String,” per-
haps Bach’s most famous melody, 
but arrangements of Simon and 
Garfunkel, the Beatles and an Af-
ghan folk tune.

German pianist Martin Stadt-
feld is to play Bach’s “Goldberg 
Variations,” supposedly written to 
soothe the insomnia of the Russian 
ambassador to the court of Saxony. 
Cellist Antonio Meneses is sched-
uled to play the even-numbered 
Bach suites for solo cello and Victor 
Julien-Laferriere, the odd-num-
bered suites, works that fell into 
obscurity until revived in the 1930s 
by the Catalan cellist Pablo Casals.

The festival is also showcas-
ing many of Lebanon’s churches 
for Bach’s choral masterpieces. St 
Joseph Jesuit Church is to be the 
site of the “Mass in B minor,” fea-
turing rising Welsh soprano Fflur 
Wyn with the Corelli Baroque Or-
chestra. St Elie Church, Kantari, 
hosts the Corelli in Bach’s “St John 
Passion” and Mar Charbel Church 
in Corniche Mazraa will be the lo-
cation for the Accademia Bizan-
tina Baroque orchestra performing 
Bach harpsichord concertos.

The Bustan Festival runs through 
March 21. For more information 
the festival website address is:  
www.albustanfestival.com.

Gareth Smyth is a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly. 
He has reported from the Middle 
East since 1992.

The artists were the ones 
who kept the country 
going.

Originator and President 
of Al Bustan Festival 
Myrna Bustani
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